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''You're Not Embarrassed or Scared''
Ann Shea Bayer
University of Hawaii

Of the eleven years that I was a
middle school teacher, I taught
"remedial" reading classes for four
years and heterogeneously grouped
classes for seven. In the remedial
reading classes, the students were
asked primarily to complete
kit/workbook exercises on reading
skills, and participate in group
phonics instruction. The last seven
years were spent in a reading program in which the students used the
majority of their class time reading
books of their own choosing. No
ability grouping occurred either
between classes or within classes.
In this program, my colleagues
and I often asked for information
from our students as a way of receiving feedback that could help us improve the program. Since I had
taught in both heterogeneously and
homogeneously grouped classes, I
was curious about how our students
(who had both experiences) felt
about this issue.
In 1978, I set up student interviews. I had no research agenda nor
did I have, at that time, a public audience in mind with whom I anticipated sharing this information.
Since that time, however, it has
occurred to me that professional articles reflecting the arguments for
and against ability grouping do not
include student viewpoints.
Students are the individuals most
directly affected; it is important,
therefore, to hear their views on the
subject. For this reason, in this article, I have returned to these earlier
interviews to share what seven
students had to say.
The seven students were selected
from a group of volunteers who had
entered the program, as sixth
graders. The students had low test
scores and the negative attitudes
toward reading that are typically
associated with the "remedial

reader."
Within one to three years,
however, they made excellent gains
in their performance as measured
by standardized tests. Their attitudes toward reading improved,
and the amount and kind of reading
increased. Andy 1 , in fact, was
presented with the eighth grade
reading award, (a book!) at graduation. Table 1 includes each student's
entering score on the Stanford
Diagnostic Reading Test taken in
September of their sixth grade year,
their post test results at the time of
the interview, and the number of
years spent in the program.
These students had no knowledge
of the questions that they would be
asked. Their comments inevitably
wove back and forth between
remarks about grouping and
remarks about the instructional
practices typically associated with
each type of grouping.
I began the interview by asking
each student if he or she had had
special help with reading during the
elementary years. All of them said
"Yes." Then I asked them to
describe it. Sally responded first:
They (teachers) used to take me
out of my normal class when it
was reading time. They'd take me
out to this other class with some
other kids. They would let us do
some games amd read aloud to
them.

What struck me was Sally's use of
the term "normal class." I found it
poignant to hear her talk about being taken out of the "normal class"
to go to someplace else.
Jim added that he didn't feel his
special help was beneficial:
It wasn't helpful. I didn't learn
anything when I came out of it. I
didn't improve.
1

All Students' names are pseudonyms.
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Tom, after a brief description of
his remedial reading instruction,
agreed with Jim that the special
assistance wasn't "helpful" and he
was worried about facing another
reading class when he entered middle school:
In third, fourth. and fifth
grades. I had note cards. and they
had questions on them for you
after you read a book. Some people didn't make very good scores.
I thought I wasn't very good. I
was behind. and I thought I would
be worse here. but I found out that
this school has a different way of
doing a reading program, and I
like it.

Bev, Elaine, and Andy all said
their ability grouped classes did not
help them with their reading performances. They did not elaborate.
I shifted the topic at this point and
asked the students if they liked being in classes with students who read
at different levels. 2
Tom was the first to respond:
Yes. because there are people
who have higher levels and some
at lower levels. I feel comfortable
when they (students reading at
higher levels) finish first. I just
keep on reading.

Tom was pointing out that
everyone in class doesn't have to
read the same thing or go at the
same pace so it doesn't matter
when someone finishes a book,
on any given day. Four or five
students out of a class of 30
might finish. While the 26 other
students continue with their
silent reading, these four or five
will be recording what they read
in their logs; will quietly share
with the teacher or friends what
the books were about; and then
begin the search for new
materials
All the students are told at the beginning of
the year that whenever there is a group of individuals it is natural to expect some variation
in interest and performances.
2

Jim expands on Tom's remark
about "feeling comfortable":
Yes. It's comfortable. (It's) not
the feeling of being separated out.
There are some kids who read at
higher levels, and I can accept that.
Some kids read at lower levels, and
I can accept that. I don't feel I'm
always on the bottom. I like the
variety. I find it relaxing. I look forward to class.

One of the teaching techniques
which seemed to have caused
these students anguish in the
past was that of asking students
to read aloud in class. A number
of remarks refer to the practice.
Sandy makes the first
statement:
Before we had to read out loud in
class. I would get real nervous. and
I'd stutter alot; then everybody
would make fun of me. I didn't like
that. Now we can just read to
ourselves. and I feel more comfortable. You can read whatever you
want. and no one really cares
because they don't see. It's better.

Elaine adds:
It's (this program) a lot different.
You don't have to read out loud.
Everyone (in previous reading
classes) was a lot better than I was.
I'd stutter. Like I didn't know a word,
and they'd (fellow students) say it
out loud; and they'd say. 'Oh. she's
slow.'

Being made fun of was also
mentioned by Mike:
They (students in this program)
don't know how you read, and they
don't make fun of how you read
when you are reading to yourself.

Mike then shifts the topic to
another teaching technique that
used to make him uncomfortable,
that of having all the students
read the same thing at the same
time.
I like it (current program) better

because you're not in a reading pro-

you take reading tests now. What
do you think led to this success?"
Jim, the first to speak, gave the
most succinct response:
Practicing reading every single
day in class.

Sally's remark seemed to
reflect a connection she was
making between reading more
and improved ability on the
language usage sections found
in a number of standardized
tests.:
Because you have read more
books, you have experience with
paragraphs. commas ...

Bev mentions the notion of
lower an;~iety as playing a part in
her improved test results:
I feel more comfortable because
before, when I had to take a test. I'd
feel all nervous because I really
didn't like to read, and now that I
like to read. it is easier for me.

Tom, Mike, and Andy's remarks
all center around increased comprehension:
Tom: You have more variety. It
makes you learn more because you
know the books. You know what
they're talking about. It's just better.
Mike: Because last year I sorta
didn't like testing. but when you
read more you understand better.
You understand the words and the
paragraphs.
Andy: Because I understand better than I did two years ago.

The remarks that touched me
the most ended the interview.
When I asked if they had any
other comments to make about
their experiences in this reading
program, Elaine replied:
Yes. You're not embarrassed
and scared.

The students are the individuals we are trying to help,
yet they felt "embarrassed and

gram where you have to sit down
and read the same thing and work
out of a workbook. You are more
comfortable reading what you want
to read.

Elaine agrees:
Yes. You can read at your own
speed. You don't have to read the '
same thing. When everyone's
reading the same thing. I lose my
place and stuff.

The next question to elicit
students responses was one
about these students' ability to
take reading tests. I said, "All of
you are more successful when

scared" in special classes. They
didn't feel the classes helped to
improve their reading, preferred
to be in "normal" classes, and
believed that their reading had
improved in "normal" classes.
These are important student
perceptions. Are they typical?
This article is much too cursory
to make any inferences. Perhaps
classroom teachers who continue to ask their students how
they feel about such issues, and
future research studies on ability
grouping which include the
learners' perceptions about the
kinds of classroom environments
that promote language development for them will give us that
answer.

Student
1.

2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7,

Bev
Sally
Elaine
Andy
Jim
Mike
Tom
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TABLE l
1978 Standford Diagnostic Reading Test
Entering
Post
Growth
Score
Score
in Years

5.1
2.5
4.6
2.0
3.8
4.5
4.2

12.3
8.6
7.5
8.6
9.9
10.6
8.6

7.2
6.1
2.9
6.6
6.1
6.1
4.4

Years in
Program

3
2 1/2
1 1/2
3
3
1 1/2
3
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1984 COMPETITION
Guidelines for Applicants
- ELIGIBLE PROJECTS The MRA Research Grant Program was established by the Comittee for Research to encourage promising research in reading. Small grants (maximum of $500.00) will be granted to researchers and
practitioners who are beginning a new project or line of research which may not be funded through
more traditional funding sources. Projects should be completed within 15 months , with a final report
submitted to both the MRA Research Committee and the Michigan Reading Journal. Research may be
conducted using any of a variety of methodologies, but the research must be related to furthering our
understanding of the reading process or instructional issues in reading .

ELIGIBILITY: All applicants must be current members of the Michigan Reading Association.
MAIL APPLICATION TO:
Research Committee: Michigan Reading Association
Small Grants Competition
KAREN K. WIXSON
School or Education
University of Michigan
Ann Arbor, MI 48109

TAFFY E. RAPHAEL
OR

446 Erickson Hall
Michigan State University
East Lansing, MI 48224

CONFERENCE ON THE CONTEXTS OF LITERACY
Michigan State University, and the University of Utah, are joining together to sponsor a conference which will focus on the
contexts of literacy. Educators from institutions across the country will consider the roles of cognitive psychology, teacher effectiveness research, writing, and the social nature of learning as they impact reading instruction. Richard C. Anderson, president of
the American Education Research Association and co-director of the Center for the Study of Reading and John Guthrie, Director of Research of the International Reading Association will provide keynote addresses!
Other speakers include:
Kathryn H. Au

Kamehameha Early Education Program
Michigan State University
Institute for Research on Teaching

Christopher M. Clark

Michigan State University

James R. Gavelek
Jana Mason

University of Illinois at Urbana
Center for the Study of Reading
University of Michigan

Scott G. Paris
P . David Pearson

University of Illinois at Urbana
Center for the Study of Reading
University of Utah
Michigan State University
Institute for Research on Teaching
Bolt Berenak Newman
Oakland University
University of Illinois at Urbana
Center for the Study of Reading
University of Kentucky
University of Michigan

Barbara Rogoff
Laura R. Roehler
Andee Rubin
Robert M. Schwartz
Robert J. Tierney
Peter Winograd
Karen Wixson

The conference will be held at Snowbird Resort area, located in the mountains near Salt Lake City, Utah from June 25-29.
Graduate course credit will be offered through the University of Utah Continuing Education Program. For further information
concerning fees, lodging , speakers , etc. contact Taffy E. Raphael , 446 Erickson Hall, MSU , East Lansing, MI 48824 or Ralph E.
Reynolds , 142 MBH, University of Utah , Salt Lake City, Utah 84112, Conference Coordinators.
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Attention!
Membership pins are now available to our membership.
The pins are blue and white enamel set on a gold toned disk.
Be among the first to wear the insigna of one of
Michigan's most respected professional organizations.
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(payable by check or money order)
DETACH AND MAIL TO:
Dr. Ruth Kiah
Management Academy
6501 W. Outer Drive
Detroit, Michigan 48235
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Allow two (2) weeks for delivery

28

MICHIGAN READING JOURNAL
STYLE SHEET
1. Manuscripts should be typed, doubled-spaced
throughout (bibliography as well) and no more than 10
pages in length, including references. An original and
three copies should be submitted with a large, selfaddressed, stamped envelope.

2. Manuscripts must be original and must not have been
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copies.
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More specifically, Baker and Stein (1978) call for investigating "expository comprehension," particularly in
children of the "transitional period, i.e., third and fourth
graders who have mastered basic decoding skills but are
not yet fluent readers" (p. 46). While the comprehensibility of narrative prose can be explained in terms of 1) the
coherence of episodic components, and 2) the reader's
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goals, expectations, and familiarity with the structure and
schema of the material (Kintsch, 1977; Stein and Glenn,
1978; Winograd, 1977), identifying the components of

variables that either facilitate or impede the comprehension of expository prose is not as clearly understood.
Thus, the first generalization issue addressed in the present study involved relating findings based on narrative
passages to findings based on expository passages.
Research focusing on type of comprehension task suggests that differences should be obtained as a result of
type of prose (Kendall, Mason, & Hunter, 1980).

3. Kintsch, W. On comprehending stories. In M.A. Just &
P.A. Carpenter (Eds.), Cognitive processes in comprehension. Hillsdale, NJ.: Lawrence Erlbaum Assoc.,
1977.
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